











several	 disciplines:	 history,	 sociology,	 criminology,	 culture,	 drama	 and	 film	 studies.	 It	 is	
theoretically	 sophisticated	 and	 yet	 not	 dense	 as	 it	 reads	 like	 a	 novel	 with	 an	 abundance	 of	









diggers’	 and	 to	 excuse	 the	 ‘hooliganish	 behaviour	 among	 AIF	 men	 during	 and	 after	 war’	
(Bellanta	2012:	178),	this	book	is	not	predominantly	about	this	legend	either.	Nor	is	the	book’s	
principal	 larrikin	 figure	 territorial	 as	 characterised	 by	 thuggish	 hyper‐masculine	 inner‐city	
urban	fans,	gangs,	mobs	or	pushes	that	over‐compensated	for	their	working	class	lot	in	life	by	
over‐identifying	with	 their	 local	 footy	 team	and	 taking	 vengeance	 against	 rivals	with	 knuckle	
dusters	 and	 ‘rocks	 and	 chains’	 (p.	 154).	 	 Another	 typical	 larrikin	 type,	 Melissa	 Bellanta	 also	
reminds	us,	had	great	fun	disrupting	Labor	Day	picnics	at	Chowder	Bay	and	other	working	class	




first	 and	 second	 generation	 youths	 born	 of	 ex‐convicts	 and	 new	 immigrants	 during	 the	 long	
boom	between	1860	and	1890	(Bellanta	2012:	8).		They	include	characters	such	as	James	Rorty	
Grey,	who	hung	out	with	the	bummer	gang	at	Sydney’s	notorious	Paddy’s	Markets	(p.	21)	and	
frequented	music	 halls	 and	 dance	 saloons;	William	 Porky	 Finn	 and	 Harold	 Dodger	 Smith	 (p.	
151),	convicted	 for	manslaughter	 in	1919	after	a	 territorial	skirmish	between	pushes	 in	post‐
war	Melbourne;	and	George	Howard,	a	thief	who	worked	for	a	Brisbane	boot	factory	in	1880s.	
These	historical	 figures	were	 ‘rough	youth’,	 two‐penny	capitalists	and	costermongers	 inspired	
by	19th	century	culture,	music	and	theatre	such	as	the	Leary	Bloke	(and	in	the	20th	century	The	
Sentimental	 Bloke).	 Melissa	 Bellanta	 has	 a	 talent	 for	 seamlessly	 integrating	 historical	 detail	
about	theatre,	music,	poetry	and	dance	as	a	way	of	foregrounding	‘the	role	of	culture	in	the	rise	












inner	 city	 Melbourne	 (Bellanta	 2012:	 3).	 The	 larrikin	 was	 soon	 thereafter	 hailed	 as	 an	
‘obnoxious	new	breed’	(p.	4)	residing	in	identifiable	belts	of	the	rapidly	growing	metropolis	of	




The	author’s	 interpretation	might	shock	some,	especially	 those	hell	bent	on	romanticising	 the	
distinctly	Australian	rebellious	streak	of	 larrikin	men,	but	not	all	 larrikins	were	male.	Melissa	























of	 inner	 city	 pushes	 and	 underground	 male	 homosexual	 circles:	 the	 frequenting	 of	 disused	







There	 is	 so	 much	 to	 commend	 this	 book	 that	 I	 would	 nominate	 Melissa	 Bellanta	 for	 a	
Queensland	 literary	award	–	except	 that	 these	have	been	extinguished	by	the	recently	elected	
cultural	Philistines	 in	 the	Queensland	government.	Give	me	a	 larrikin	 in	government	any	day.	
Where’s	Paul	Keating?	
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